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[The following article by Roger Burbach was distributed by Pacific News Service Feb. 1-7, 1988. The
LADB has received authorization from PNS for duplication of the article. Burbach is director of the
Center for the Study of the Americas, and has traveled extensively in Central America. He is coauthor with Orlando Nunez of FIRE IN THE AMERICAS.] The Congressional rejection of the contra
aid bill is a decisive setback for the Reagan administration, but will it bring peace to Nicaragua? In
all likelihood there will be no immediate reprieve for the Nicaraguan peopole who have suffered
through more than a decade of revolution and war. One contra reprsentative declared, "We will
continue to fight with or without congressional support." The contras have enough supplies to carry
them for months. Legally, the Reagan administration is permitted to continue supporting the contras
until March 1, and the CIA will undoubtedly make sure that every dime at its disposal is delivered
to the contras by that date. Supplies from third countries will also help sustain the contras. Reports
are rife in Washington that the Reagan administration has already approached other countries to
support the contras when US aid is cut off. The administration denies these stories. But whether or
not they are true is beside the point. Countries like South Africa and Taiwan don't need an official
word from Washington to know that the Reagan administration wants them to provide military aid.
Given the relatively limited funds that are required to sustain the contras, it is more than likely that
enough support will be forthcoming from third countries to offset much of the contra funding cut
by Congress. However, the cutoff of official US support and the suspension of the CIA's logistical
and supply network will significantly curtail the intensity of the contra war. Over the past year and
a half CIA-run airdrops have been decisive in getting most of the contras out of their Honduranbased camps and into Nicaragua. With the end of these flights it will be much more difficult for
the contras to maintain their current level of fighting inside the country. Many units deep inside
Nicaragua will soon have to pull back into Honduras to regroup and get the supplies they need. The
renewed importance of the Honduran-based camps raises another key question that will receive
growing attention in the coming months. What position will the Honduran government adopt
toward the contras? Will it allow the contras to continue using that country as a base of operation,
even though this is a direct violation of the Central American peace accords? Or will the Honduran
military force the contras out because the US taxpayers are no longer picking up the tab? Given the
economic and social dislocation the contras have already caused in southern Honduras, it is difficult
to imagine that they will simply be allowed to go about their business as usual. One longtime
Honduran observer of the war noted, "The contras' stay here will be tenuous at best if the US
pulls the plug." In the short term it is unlikely that direct negotiations between the contras and the
Sandinista government will be productive. The Reagan administration was right in its argument that
once contra aid is cut off, the Sandinistas will have no incentives to make more concessions to the
contras. As the Sandinistas have declared, they will only negotiate with the contras over the terms
of a ceasefire agreement. There will be no political concessions other than the offer now on the
table to allow the contras to participate in the country's political life if they lay down their arms. The
contras' leadership, in turn, will refuse to accept these conditions in the short term. But given their
supply difficulties and the problems of maintaining their Honduran bases, there will be a definite
slowdown in the war, possibly by the middle of the year. Some contra army units, realizing the
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enormous difficulties they face in pursuing the war, may try to arrange their own separate ceasefire
agreements with the Nicaraguan government. But the hardcore units of the contras will continue
their sabotage and harassment operation for months and perhaps years to come. In the midst of this
continuing conflict, the Nicaraguan economy the Achilles' heel of the Sandinista government will
show no immediate improvement. As one contra boasted, "the economy has been sacked." And
even if the conflict were to end tomorrow, it would take years for Nicaragua to recover from the war.
One Nicaraguan economist says that even with good management "it will take up to three years
for the economy to spring back from the devastation of the contra war." The one ray of hope the
Sandinistas have on the economic front is that with the end of US contra aid, other countries may
be willing to provide more economic assistance. A Canadian development expert who just returned
from Nicaragua predicts that "many Western countries will increase their relief and economic
assistance once the war starts to wind down." And eight Latin American countries including Brazil,
Argentina and Mexico have already set up a special fund for aiding Nicaragua and the other Central
American countries as the peace process takes hold. The path to recovery from the war will be a
long and arduous one. Peace may now have a chance in Nicaragua, but it will certainly not come
overnight.
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